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Jean Sibelius Memorial Concert – 60 Years Ago
By Janel E. Lundgren

“S

imilä Leads Sibelius Memorial
Concert—Bjoerling Is Soloist
at Carnegie Hall”. Such was the
heading of the New York Times review of
the stellar concert held at 5:30 p.m., Sunday
afternoon, December 8, 1957, on what
would have been Sibelius’ 92nd birthday.
Jean Sibelius, (b. Dec. 8, 1865) had
died on September 20th, and memorial
concerts devoted to his music were planned
for multiple locations, from Helsinki to
Philadelphia. This one was presented by the
New York Philharmonic, in the visually and
acoustically glorious Carnegie Hall, with
Finland’s Martti Similä as guest conductor,
and Jussi Björling as guest artist.
“Jean Sibelius was the Scandinavian
composer who most frequently appeared
in Jussi Björling’s repertoire, where he was
represented by seven songs, all with Swedish
texts. There seems to have been an affinity
of mind between singer and composer, and
Björling could be proud to have received the
composer’s recognition as a ‘genial mastersinger’ and a ‘brilliant interpreter’ of his
works ... Thus, it was natural that Björling
should be invited to take part in the memorial concert which was arranged in New
York after Sibelius’ death on September 20,
1957…” Harald Henrysson, CD text notes,
“Jussi Björling in Song & Ballad”, Bluebell
ABCD 050.
Guest conductor Martti Similä, Finnish
conductor, composer and pianist, was the
gifted and greatly appreciated leader of
the evening. Similä’s distinguished career
included conductor of the Helsinki Philharmonic Orchestra, the Helsinki Opera,
and the Municipal Orchestra of Lahti. He
brought depth and authenticity to the occasion, having made a life-long study of Sibelius’ music, as both a pupil and old friend
of the composer. (As if this impressive

occasion had not enough significance, it
was Similä’s American debut as a conductor,
and subsequently proved to be one of the
last concerts of his career, as he died only
one month later, January 9, 1958, at age 59.)
The program that evening opened
with American and Finnish anthems , and
a welcome by H.E Johan Nykopp, Ambassador of Finland to the United Nations. The Philharmonic then performed
Sibelius’ Symphony No. 4 in A minor,
Op. 63, a work almost mystically infused
with the primitive sounds and power of
nature. At its premiere in 1911, it was not
entirely understood, and considered too
modern and unapproachable. It has since
been heralded as a masterpiece, and one of
Soloist Jussi Björling with conductor Martti Similä
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Jean Sibelius in the Finnish countryside

Sibelius’ greatest achievements.
Following the intermission came the
segment featuring Björling and four Sibelius
songs, with a fifth as encore. Sibelius’ songs
were always an important part of his opus,
as the composer’s seven-decade career had
begun with the publication of his song “Serenade” in 1888, his first published work. He
continued writing and publishing songs for
the next thirty years, until the completion of
his final song opuses, 88 and 90. Then came
a long hiatus until shortly before his death,
when he once more returned to working
with songs, arranging “Kom nu hit död!” for
orchestra in 1957.
When the capacity audience ultimately
allowed Björling to leave the stage, the Philharmonic completed the program with En
Saga, Tone Poem for Large Orchestra, Op. 9,
and at the last, Finlandia, Op.26.7.
These orchestral works were perfectly
chosen, representing as they do Sibelius’
depictions of Finnish history, legend and
lore. The early work En Saga, meant to be

a small orchestral piece of his youth, had
grown and matured during composition to
be one of the largest.
The nine-minute Finlandia, perhaps
the most patriotic and most popular of his
works, again is very expressive of Finnish
character, as related through the powerful
mentality and imagination of the composer.
The ninety members of the New York
Philharmonic must have done thrilling
justice to the massive demands of Sibelius’ orchestral works. “My orchestras are
so huge that the back desks of the violas
vanish into the horizon. And everything is
so wonderful.” (Jean Sibelius, 1943, www.
sibelius.fi)
This orchestra indeed was wonderful,
providing a rich, shimmering sound in the
songs with Björling, as we can hear in the
remastered recording of Jussi’s segment
of the evening, “Jussi Björling in Song &
Ballad”, Bluebell ABCD 050. Thanks to this
recording, we can savor the flawless vocal
splendor as he sings the emotional Sibelius
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songs, and the utter quiet of the rapt audience. And the listener also may hear the
participation of the Hall itself: as Björling’s
voice rings out, there is not an actual echo,
but certainly a living, resonant response
from Carnegie Hall.
Jussi’s first selection was “Säv, säv,
susa” op 36.4 (Sigh, Rushes, Sigh)—the
haunting song about the tragic drowning of
the girl Ingalill, which was so often included
in Jussi’s concerts. This was followed by
two songs from op. 37, numbers 5 and 4:
“Flickan kom ifrån sin älsklings möte” (The
Tryst), a story of a young woman’s unhappy
love affair and ultimate betrayal, and next,
the ravishing “Var det en dröm”, (Was It A
Dream), the yearning memory of a lost love.
His final selection was another
perennial favorite from his repertoire, the
dramatic “Svarta Rosor” op 36.1, with its
despairing, angry refrain, “For sorrow has
night-black roses.” The extended applause
which followed was rewarded by an encore,
Sibelius’ “Demanten på marssnön” op36.6
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Sibelius welcomes Eugene Ormandy and members of the Philadelphia Orchestra to his home Ainola, 1955

(The Diamond on the March Snow),—a
gem which both sparkles and dies in the
spring sunlight.
It is notable that all these songs were
from Opuses 36 and 37, composed during
a very creative and successful period in
Sibelius’ career, 1898-1906.
“The five songs of opus 36 have been
among the composer’s most popular songs
ever since their first public performances.
They were composed at the turn of the
century, 1899-1900, and they were published
during the same period. Many of the songs
convey feelings of sorrow, loss, and death.
“The magic and colour of Romanticism
reach their peak in the opus 37 song collection written in the years 1901-02....a fine
example of the way in which the composer
uses the interchange between harmony and
melody in order to reflect the psychological
content of the poem. ... The tragic ballad
“Flickan kom ifrån sin älsklings möte”...
may be one of Sibelius’ most dazzling vocal
dramas ....
“The pearl of the opus 37 collection is
“Var det en dröm” ... which Sibelius dedicated to his favourite soprano, Ida Ekman.

‘Here you have my most beautiful song’,
Sibelius said when he presented the singer
with the manuscript of the song.” (Jukka
Tiilikainen, www.sibelius.fi)
Sibelius had a magnificent way of
blending a deeply tender theme with music
of power and tragedy, as he did especially in
these evocative songs. Jussi, likewise, had
the ability to perfectly express Sibelius’ simultaneous emotions and sweeping musical
lines with heartbreaking beauty, as he did
in this performance. A more perfect match
of artistic kinship and mutual admiration
could not be imagined as that between
Sibelius and Björling.
“On 20 June 1951, Jussi sang at the
Sibelius Week in Helsinki. Sibelius often sent
telegrams after Jussi’s concerts in Finland to
thank him for the way he interpreted his music. Something in Jussi’s singing, something
deep inside him, made one feel that this was
the way Sibelius’ songs should be performed.
Jussi pristinely expressed the light and purity,
stength and beauty of Nordic nature, as if
Sibelius’ music and Jussi’s singing sprang
from the same source of inspiration...
“The composer was in frail health and
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unable to attend the concert, but we were
honored with an invitation to greet him on
his 86th birthday at his home, Ainola...I
still remember the home’s simplicity, the
sunshine falling over the broad, freshly
scrubbed floor boards, and Sibelius’ warmth
and cordiality as he received us. His mere
presence made a powerful impression...
“When we were ready to leave, Sibelius
gave Jussi an inscribed photograph: ‘To the
genius, the great singer, Jussi Björling, with
gratitude, Jean Sibelius.’ Jussi was deeply
moved to receive such a tribute from such
a man. He admired Sibelius enormously...”
(Anna-Lisa Björling, Andrew Farkas: Jussi
Amadeus Press, 1996, p. 215.)
The beloved Ainola was Sibelius’ home,
refuge, and creative center. Set in the pines
and birches on the shores of Lake Tuusula,
near Helsinki, it was a comfortable and
artistic dwelling for the composer and his
family, and inevitably a destination for
composers, conductors and musicians over
the years,—including the historic visit by
Eugene Ormandy and the entire Philadelphia Orchestra! Life in the country was a
source of continuing inspiration as Sibelius
www.jussibjorlingsociety.org
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incorporated into his music the very sounds
and rhythms of the Finnish landscape
which surrounded him.
The Memorial Concert gave all present
an unforgettable, heartfelt showcase of
this mighty composer and of the utterly
unorthodox characteristics of his creativity. Despite his training and exposure to
the current European musical tradition,
Sibelius remained absolutely unique and
unrestrained by historical precedent. He
wrote as he felt about his life experience and
that of his compatriots.
The people of Finland voted him a
pension at age 32 so that he could devote
himself to his art, and they were bountifully
rewarded. His music expressed the mood,
character, history and natural environment
of his country, and brought that expression
to the world stage.

Anna-Lisa Björling noted of the
Memorial Concert that “Jussi considered
it a privilege to be able to pay his musical
respects to the august composer’s memory.”
(Jussi page 301). Even more, how great a
privilege it must have been, simply to be in
the audience on that memorable evening,
as witness to the coming together in tribute
of such great musical artistry from all
concerned. n
Editor’s Note: Jussi’s segment of the concert
was made previously available on Bluebell
ABCD 050, “Jussi Björling in Song and
Ballad.”
A new, recent release of the entire concert is
now available on Pristine Classical at www.
pristineclassical.com.
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